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ABSTRACT

Sanford Meisner's theories of acting are based upon his belief thaf good
acting is defined by "living truthfully under imaginary' circumstances"
(Meisner 15). However, it seems that his theories are more appropriately
applied to realistic texts. In my project I explored the use of Meisner's acting
techniques in a non-realistic text, Fickv Stingers, written by Eve Lewis, which 1
directed in a rehearsal process with an ensemble of four actors. This work
resulted in a showcase of our work together on February 23, and 24, 1997. In
Lewis' play she examines the power relations which encompass the issue of
rape.
Lewis' text seemed sufficiently removed from realism to allow for an
effective testing of Meisner's theories on a non-realistic text. Realism is
defined by drama critic Patricia Schroeder to include three components:
"chronological plot, familiar characters, and conventional dialogue"
(Schroeder 104). Fickv Stingers does not comply with S ch ra d e r's guidelines
as the text is non-linear, character relationships are unspecified, and dialogue
is comprised of monologues interspersed with random conversation.
Actual testing of Meisner's theories occurred while rehearsing Lewis'
play. In addition to a discussion of Meisner's acting theory, the following
v ii

study documents the results of applying Meisner techniques in the rehearsal
process, and my assessment of the viability of my work with Meisner's
theories. The document is organized in three chapters: Chapter One explains
Meisner's methodology, Chapter Two describes rehearsal work, and Chapter
Three is an assessment of the experiment.

Vlll

CHAPTER I
SANFORD MEISNER'S METHODOLOGY

Sanford Meisner, in one form or another, taught his craft of acting for
approximately sixty years of his life. The result of his teaching affected and
continues to affect American theatre. Even today, his work continually offers
revelations of honesty which sustain a learning process that is exciting and
constantly new. No matter how long a person may study this method, it
continues to unfold, offering new aspects that had gone undetected before.
History
Meisner was a founding member of the Group Theatre, and it was
during that time that he developed as an actor under the instruction of Lee
Strasberg, Stella Ad!er, and Harold Clurrnan. Without his involvement in
the Group Theatre, Meisner often stated that he would have been, "in the fur
business" (Smith 422). Despite Meisner's praise of the Group Theatre, he had
critical words about the actual acting technique used in the Group Theatre.
Along with Meisner, Adler, who also became an acting teacher after the
Group's break-up, questioned the Group's use of Stanislavsky's Method. In
an interview Adler spoke of her agreement with Meisner on this issue:
I sensed that there was something wrong with our work because i was

1

2
unhappy. I agree with Sandy Meisner's observation that the work was
unhealthy. There was a certain stress on the use c ' the actor's personal
emotion which landed them in the booby-hatch and shattered them. It
affected a lot of us. It affected me too. I was deeply disturbed and
unhappy by the way the Stanislavsky ideas and methodology were
used. The emphasis was a sick one. (Chinoy 508)
The unhealthy situations which Adler describes, Meisner critiqued as follows:
The Group took introverted people and intensified their intro/ersion.
The result was that many, many young actors in the Group were
damaged by the approach. I hate to use the words 'healthy' and
'objective/ but they do have some place in my meaning. The
introverting of the introverted caused a lot of damage. (Chinoy 5C4)
Meisner's feelings about that damage was a driving force to develop his
own theory of acting, which does not include emotional or affective memory,
a cornerstone of Stanislavsky's method. A former student and assistant to
Meisner, William Esper, head of the MFA and BFA programs at Rutgers'
University, evaluates this cornerstone of the Stanislavsky method in this
way:
Affective memory means going back to a past experience, and I think it
has a lot of problems. First of all, you have to teach the actor to do an
Affective Memory. Next, you often run into a lot of resistance with an
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Affective Memory because the actor may not want to go back to it. It
also makes acting a very dreary thing. You can't keep going back to re
create your mother's funeral for thirty years. That's not healthy, it's not
good for the actor. (Mekler 27)
Despite the grievances on acting style, to name one, Meisner's
experience as a member of the Group Theatre helped him achieve status as
one of the greatest acting teachers, a master in his craft. In an introduction to
an interview with Meisner, theatre historian Chinoy verifies the reputation
former Meisner students hold: "His students, it is said, know how to work.
He has shown them 'the w ay / which he in turn learned in the Group
Theatre" (Chinoy 501).
The Group Theatre's Roots in Realism
While the Group Theatre was in existence much of the drama written
in America was in the realistic style. The genre of realism greatly influenced
Meisner's acting theory. Some of the Group’s works included plays by
Maxwell Anderson, William Saroyan, and especially their resident
piaywright, Clifford Odets. "The Group's guiding principle was the desire to
present plays reflecting the life of their times, which they did in the most
exciting w ay" (Smith 424). The plays used, such as Awake and Sing!. Paradise
Lost, Waiting for Lefty, Rocket to the Moon, and Night Music, are in the
realistic genre which dominated the time period from 1931-1940, the years
of the Group's existence. In the late 1970s, Meisner reflected upon of the
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Group's roots in realism:
All my exercises were designed to strengthen the guiding principle that
I learned forcefully in the Group--that art expresses human experience
—which principle I have never and will never give up. So now, after
about forty years, I am the possessor of a way of working with actors
that in practice seems to have worked beneficially. (Meisner 11)
As Meisner stated above, "art expresses human experience." The
Group strove to produce plays which reflected their sociciy in a truthful light,
and these plays could be defined by Schroeder's three components of realism:
chronological plot, familiar characters, and conventional dialogue.
In years since the Group's disbandment, there are, or it would seem, an
even greater number of fantasy plays, expressionistic works, and plays which
are weighted by dre n sequences. 1 questioned whether Meisner's
methodology would work in a beneficial way with those sorts of texts. I also
questioned how the methodology might be applied, and my study will
provide my observations. However, first, it seems that his acting technique
must be discussed.
Meisner's Theory
Sanford Meisner's acting methodology is finely tuned. Although his
nethod is a simplified, step by step approach to acting, it is not easily learned,
deisner himself said that, "it takes twenty years to become an actor" (Meisner
:v). In developing his style of acting, Meisner weeded away the frivolous and
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unnecessary jargon. What remains is a methodology which continues to stay
fresh and exciting due to the honesty involved in the work.
This methodology has been taught and passed down for years. Larry
Silverberg, a graduate of the Neighborhood Playhouse Theatre, where
Meisner taught, has written several books on the subject of Meisner's
approach to acting, and has been teaching what he learned from Meisner for
the past ten y e a r.. Silverberg is a valuable interpreter and teacher of
Meisner's theory. In Silverberg's work with actors he sticks "meticulously" to
what Meisner taught him.
I was very fortunate that he (Meisnerj approved of me doing these
books, I couldn't have done them otherwise. There were a number of
other people who wanted to write books on this work and he even at
some point paid another publisher not to publish a book that was going
to be done. I sent him half of the first book when I had it done, he
liked it, and gave me permission to do them, (personal interview)
Silverberg's first text, The Sanford Meisner Approach, has been used as
the Acting 1 text at the University of North Dakota. As a teacher of Meisner's
technique from Silverberg's text for the past two years, I feel Silverberg is a
viable critic of Meisner's work. His text contains a workbook format which
guides students through the first steps of Meisner's theory. The language is
accessible and offers a detailed recount of the steps taken to learn the
foundation of Meisner's method of acting. Silverberg's text remains true to
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the Meisner technique and is practically interchangeable with Meisner's On
Acting. Therefore, the theories and exercises, which I shall discuss, and all of
which were used in my rehearsal process, contain information from both
Meisner and his former student, Silverberg
There are nine main tenets of Meisner's theory, and these tenets are to
be learned in a sequential order. They include:
Reality of Doing (Meisner 16)
Mechanical Repetition (Meisner 20)
Pinch & Ouch (Meisner 26)
Knock on the Door (Meisner 38)
Beyond Repetition (Meisner 57)
Preparation (Meisner 78)
Improvisation (Meisner 96)
Particularization (Meisner 136)
Making the Part Your Own (Meisner 148).
Meisner's tenet of "Mechanical Repetition" is complemented by three
elements from Silverberg's text. They include:
Taking the First Thing (Silverberg 11)
Point of View (Silverberg 20)
Three Moment Cam e (Silverberg 34)
Meisner's first tenet, "The Reality of Doing," is important to help both
actor and audience member accept what is happening on stage. This point at
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times is overlooked. "Really doing something" on the stage as opposed to
pretending-actually writing a letter instead of making it appear that a letter is
being written—is essential. When an audience member realizes that th e.
person really isn't writing the letter, audience credibility and believability is
lost.
In the tenet of "Mechanical Repetition," an important factor is learning
how to observe one's surroundings. This tenet helps get the actors out of
their heads, stopping the thought process. Meisner believed that intellectual
thought was nonsense, and had no place in his method. Instead, Meisner felt
his method came from the actor's emotions and impulses. "The actors I train
improvise, what they say comes not from the head but truthfully from the
impulses" (Meisner 37). "Mechanical Repetition" includes three
components: observing one's partner, making a physical observation about
the partner, and then repeating the partner's comment. However, it is
important not that the partner repeat the tone in which one's partner speaks,
such as copying an accent or stressing particular syllables, but each person
must listen to his partner and repeat what is heard. The repetition exercises
often tend to be boring and tedious work, but, on the other hand, there also
are moments of excitement and of an actor being unsure or uncomfortable.
All these feelings are valid. The students must allow themselves to
experience the feelings and continue with the repetition. Both Meisner and
Silverberg clarify that the observations are to be simple, physical comments
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about the partner such as "brown hair." Simple observations require no
thought, due to the fact that the student comments on what catches his
attention when he looks at his partner.
Silverberg has developed another aspect to "Mechanical Repetition"
which is intended to replace social conditioning with honest observations,
and he calls this "Taking the First Thing." Both Meisner and Silverberg feel
that one should not stop to censor what one notices right away. Meisner felt
that it was impossible to be a gentleman and an actor, he told his students,
"Fuck polite." This may sound rash, but it illustrates how strongly Meisner
felt about an actor censoring himself. Although it may not be easy to say to
one's partner, "you have a pimple on your nose," it must be done. The first
thing a student notices about his partner must be verbalized. Silverberg also
explains that "you must give up being nice and I am not saying don't be nice"
(24). He means that one should never have, in any instance, a vindictive
attitude toward this work, but that honesty is essential. When each partner
works from an honest place, he will be able to respond fully to his partner.
Social walls often are the cause for a lack of honesty in actors' work.
Meisner and Silverberg believe that social conditioning begins at a very
early age and this step by step process in Meisner's technique allows the time
to break down walls o ' x ia l conditioning. Silverberg speaks of how an actor
can be crippled by social conditioning:
. . .that means if we're going to be liked we have to be a certain way. If
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we're going to be approved of, we have to be a certain way, and if our
teachers are going to approve of us we have lo do certain things. We
created an act in life and that limits our expression. The head which is
all about survival says, "to survive in life I have to do certain things
and I can only express certain things." (personal interview)
Silverberg's next element further emphasizes the point of the
previous idea, as Silverberg requires that each actor must e x p re s what one
knows to be true in the exercise. Silverberg's "Point of View" concept allows
the partner to change the repetition if what one's partner said is not truthful.
One may say to a partner, "Your hair is short." The partner would then say
something to the effect, "My hair is not short." This is a subtle difference, but,
nonetheless, it moves the repetition closer to real words that people use with
each other. These changes are not to be forced or the- $ht out, and the
student must stay out of his head. The repetition must happen immediately,
there is nothing to figure out. Silverberg says that repetition is simply
"instinctual."
Silverberg also includes the "Three Moment Game" in Meisner's
mechanical repetition as a tool to help actors focus on their partners' body
language and to really observe what is happening with that person. Partner A
thinks of a provocative question to ask his partner. Partner B repeats the
question immediately allowing a natural response to occur which must be
genuine and not forced. The third moment takes place when Partner A states
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what his partner's behavior said to him.
Silverberg cautions that modifiers are often used during the 'Three
Moment Game." These modifiers are crutches which safeguard a person
against being wrong. Words, such as "kinda," "seems," or "look like," are
used in explanations and demean the statement made. For example, "You're
kinda upset," is not as urgent or truthful, compared to "You're upset."
Silverberg encourages that one must be able to determine what the behavior
of one's partner says to him. If a statement is made which is not one's point
of view, it is up to that person to say so. This allows each partner to state
what he knows to be true.
Meisner's "Pinch and Ouch" exercise allows more human contact to
take place during the repetition. It is an improvisational tool of high merit,
because it does not pressure the student to be clever, or to outwit his partner.
As opposed to most acting class improvisations where everyone is in
their head thinking of the next clever thing to say. In this
im provisation you not only must not be thinking, you are continually
given what to say by your partner, so there is nothing to think about.
(Silverberg 48)
Both Meisner and Silverberg believe that this aspect is very important and say
so: "don't do anything unless something happens to make you do it (and]
what you do doesn't depend on you; it depends on the other fellow"
(Meisner 34). If one's partner says, "You are lazy," that is the pinch. The
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response from his partner may be, "Stop calling me lazy," and in that
response lies the ouch. Silverberg explains that the ouch, "w asn't something
you wanted to say or thought you should say, it was something you had to say
because of what you got from your partner and what that did to you"
(Silverberg 46). This alleviates self-absorption in actors because the partners
must work together in all tenets of Meisnei's work.
The next tenet, "Knock on the Door," requires the actor to invent an
independent activity to help strengthen the actor's imagination. Their
imaginations help make the activity important to them. The actor needs a
simple but driving force or reason to accomplish an activity. Meisner said
that the reason for doing the activity "has to have a consuming reality for
you" (Meisner 40). In acting it is important to avoid generalities, as
activities must be specific. Added to the activity is Partner B's responsibility to
knock on the door three times. Partner A (with the activity) describes what
each knock says to him while doing his activity. After Partner B knocks the
third time, Partner B enters and the repetition with Partner A begins. While
Partner B repeats, Partner A must both repeat and do his activity fully.
As added stress to Meisner's need for an actor's specificity, he hung up a
sign in the Neighborhood Playhouse, which depicted his philosophy: "Be
Specific!"

This adage was the philosophy he taught to his students. One day

as Meisner worked with a student about the reason for that student's activity;
the student's reason was that a million dollars was on the line. Meisner said
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that the reason didn't work: "It's not imaginative to say a million dollars. It's
exaggerated and false" (Meisner 44). Meisner believes each student must find
what will honestly work for oneself, and if that means changing a million
dollars to five hundred dollars, then, that's what the student must do. The
reasons, which are meaningful and bring emotional fullness to an activity,
will be different for every student. This process to further develop an actor's
imagination is essential in Meisner's work.
Meisner's fifth tenet, "Beyond Repetition," adds a simple and specific
reason for Partner B to come to the door, such as needing a cup of flour. The
reason that Partner B knocked on the door does not have to be mentioned
during the repetition, but the kind of knock he produces will depend upon
the simple reason behind it.
An important aspect to "Beyond Repetition," is applying this concept to
a text. Meisner explains in On Acting that the first step in text work is
learning the lines by rote, which takes out all emotion and interpretation that
actors assume are there. This is an unnatural process, but it will result in a
more truthful, natural characterization. Meisner believes it helps avoid
actors "calculating" a text:
I'm trying to eliminate a habit that you've done all your acting life. In
order to build up performances which are coming out of you, which
are coming out of your emotional grasp of the material, 1 chose to
reduce you to a neutral, meaningless, inhuman object-a robot, call it
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what you like. In order to fill those words with the truth of your
emotional life you're first going to learn the text coldly, without
expression, in a completely neutral way. (Meisner 68)
While learning the lines by rote, Meisner stresses that each word be
spoken in a separate statement. For example, if an actor's lines consist of the
phrase, "Friends, Romans, countrymen, lend me your ears," the actor would
say separately, without emotion or inflection: "Friend s/R om ans/
C o u n try m en /L en d /M e/Y o u r/E ars." Meisner believes that each actor must
pursue a responsiveness, an "emotional flexibility" which comes from not
forcing a particular reading on any given text. Each word is stated in a
relaxed, non-interpreted manner.
Meisner believes that an actor should continue in this fashion until he
is confident in the script. Once the lines are taken care of, Meisner discusses
the concept of picking up cues. He feels ;hat students shouldn't think in
terms of picking up cues, but, rather, in terms of picking up impulses.
Meisner comments, "If the impulse is at the beginning, you must sustain it. . .
until the cue comes. You don't pick up cues, you pick up impulses" (Meisner
72).
"Preparation" is the sixth element of Meisner's technique.
"Preparation" is used to eliminate an actor being emotionally empty. Each
actor must use his imagination before he begins an exercise, or scene, in order
to find a personal reason of importance. In Meisner's method an actor's
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imagination is a greater tool than the actual experiences from his past. Using
imagination to become prepared, is a very personal process. When an actor
prepares, it is an intimate part of one's inner-being and a highly
individualistic procedure. No one needs to know exactly what an actor uses
to become emotionally full. But no matter how much an actor prepares, that
preparation only lasts for the first few minutes of the scene. Once the scene
begins, all preparation must be released, because there is no way to predict
what will happen while working with a partner. Preparation constantly
changes, which requires actors to find new imaginative factors to use as a way
to keep emotions real.
The seventh step is "Improvisation" and, as Meisner explains this, it
involves each partner "working-off" the other from "m om ent-to-m om ent."
The actor doing the independent activity is now not just being
interrupted. Rather, he is confronted by his partner, whose inner life,
because of his preparation, is compelling and persuasive. The partner
enters the room with a full emotion, and the two of them react to each
other moment-to-moment. (Meisner 101)
"W orking-off" in this "m om ent-to-m om ent" fashion allows the repetition to
take on the quality of actual dialogue and become less of repetition. When
his students reach "improvisation," Meisner introduces scene work. As scene
work is introduced, Meisner uses the following analogy to explain the
importance of emotional preparation prior to scene work:
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The text is like a canoe, and the river on which it sits is the emotion.
The text floats on the river. If the water of the river is turbulent, the
words will come out like a canoe on a rough river. It all depends on
the flow of the river which is your emotion. The text takes on the
character of your emotion. That's what this exercise is for: how to let
the river of your emotion flow untrammeled, with the words floating
on top of it. (Meisner 115)
Meisner's analogy about text and the actor's emotion illustrates that with
emotional fullness and with the quality of "im provisation," the actor and
audience will take a journey through the text. Without a river of emotion
living in an actor, the lines of the scene (the canoe) will sink.
"Particularization" is the eighth tenet in Meisner's theory and is
incorporated after "Improvisation" is completed and scene work is initiated.
"Particularization" requires each actor to find within himself a way to achieve
a certain emotion. "Particularization" can be explained by the term "as if."
Meisner states: "It's pure Stanislavsky.. . It's your personal example chosen
from your experience or your imagination which emotionally clarifies the
cold material of the text" (Meisner 138). This is a vital road in preparation
which allows actors to be emotionally full. The "particularization" does not
have to deal with the script; as long as one's particular emotion is there, it
does not matter what the actor uses to reach this emotional fullness.
The final tenet is "Making the Part Your Own." This means that when
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an actor has a character to portray, this tenet is used to help find the
"character" in oneself. Meisner suggests that students select a speech and read
it aloud. Then, the student would state how the last two lines of the speech
just read made him feel. This feeling is then used as the starting point for the
entire speech. The actor then invents "a simple cue that motivates the
speech" (Meisner 151). The actor, then, improvises the text, and, after he is
finished, looks over the text. The actor repeats this process which is what
Meisner calls "making the part your own."
In Meisner's text he cites a student who explained this tenet in the
following way. The student felt that preparing in this way made it "easier to
jump to the actual words of the piece. And when we make the jump, the
words of the text are like our own and we're less hampered by them. They
come from us" (Meisner 160).
To illustrate the fact that the actor must make the part his own, instead
of merely reading lines off the page, the co-author of Meisner's book, Dennis
Longwell, describes Meisner commenting upon "Making Ihe Part Your Own":
The first thing you have to do when you read a text is to find yourself-really find yourself. First you find yourself, then, you find a way of
doing the part which strikes you as being in character. Then, based on
that realiiy, you have the nucleus of the role. Otherwise every shmuch
from Erasmus Hall High School is an actor because everyone there
knows how to read. Let's say the script has the line 'Oh, I forgot.'
Along comes the star of the Erasmus Hall High School Dramatic Club,

17
and what you get is 'Oh, I forgot.' It is a straightforward but
uninteresting reading of the words. But then you get the dope who
never went to school, and he says, 'Oh!' " [Longwell describes Meisnen]
Meisneris fists go to his temples in a moment of painful recollection.
A long pause follows during which [the dope] realizes that it's too late
now and he must make the best of it. Finally, almost with a shrug of
his shoulders, [the dope] says casually, " 'I forgot.'" [Meisner then asks]
Which one is the actor? (Meisner 178)
In this account Meisner is explaining that both the dramatic club star and the
"dope" can read. However, acting is not about reading lines. The dope is the
one who possesses true emotion, and he's not just reading words off a page,
for everyone can do that. However, "living truthfully under imaginary
circumstances" takes an honesty and a fullness which Meisner-trained actors
accomplish.
These, then, are main tenets of Meisneris method which I will refer to
in the next chapter. But Meisneris entire technique can be summed up as
"living truthfully under imaginary circumstances." His methodology was
developed in order to accomplish his definition of good acting. In the next
chapter, I will discuss how I applied his methodology to the non-realistic text,
Fickv Stingers.

CHAPTER II
MEISNER'S METHODOLOGY AT WORK: THE REHEARSALS .

Preparation for Rehearsals
The script chosen for my experiment of applying Meisner's theory to a
non-realistic text was Fickv Stingers, written by Eve Lewis. The text deals with
the various dynamics of victims and the power struggles encompassing the
isaut of rape. As previously mentioned, I purposely chose a play which did
not conform with the three requirements in Schroeder's definition of realistic
drama, so that I might experiment with the use of Meisner's theory applied to
a non-realistic text.
To illustrate the fact that Lewis' text is non-realistic, Lewis' characters
ronsist of three women and one man who are referred to in the cast list as
'W oman," "W oman 1," "Woman 2," and "M an."

However, the characters,

excluding the "W om an," portray separate people with different names, and
hey portray these characters at different times. For example, one character is
icknowledged as "Linda," then goes on to portray the "W om an's" mother,
ind, then, a fourteen year old school girl. On one occasion the three women
nerge to become the same character, and then all three, represent the
W oman." Clearly this is not Schroeder's definition of familiar characters.
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Lewis' play is also non-linear, the antithesis of Schroeder's definition of
realism, as this play contains no chronological plot. The playwright uses
flashbacks throughout the play. These flashbacks and changes of setting
happen instantaneously. For example, the character "W om an" moves freely
from scene to scene, and as such she addresses the audience during a
monologue, she, then, moves to a bar, is in a car, and proceeds directly to a
bedroom.
The third requirement of Schroeder's definition of realism involves
the presence of conventional dialogue. Fickv Stingers' dialogue is not written
in a conventional manner. The character known as "W om an" has dialogue
which consists of monologues addressed to the audience, but these
monologues are interspersed with her dialogues with all the other characters.
The "W om an's" monologues describe events as if they come from the past
while the dialogue treats the events as if they are happening in the present.
The script demands that the "W om an" moves from the past to present
effortlessly. As it is easy to ascertain, Lewis' play is a non-realistic text upon
which I could test Meisner's technique. As a director, I had to guide my actors
through the application of the Meisner technique without the benefit of
familiar characters, linear plot, and conventional dialogue.
Though it is appropriate at this point to discuss the nature of Lewis'
text, I shall discuss in Chapter Two my process of applying Meisner's approach
in my rehearsal process. The challenges which arose during rehearsals of
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applying Meisner's technique generally, and any challenges which 1
encountered in applying Meisner's theory to the non-realistic text will be
discussed in Chapter Three.
It should also be noted that in my preparation for rehearsals I did not
include an audition for these roles as part of my process. Due to the sensitive
issue of this play's topic, the selection of the cast was an extremely difficult
me. The male actor had to be willing to, as Meisner teaches, "live truthfully"
is the rapist. Along the same lines the women had to "live truthfully" as
/ictims of rape. The selections of these actors warranted much thought and
rust on my part. In addition to those women who would be victimized
jefore our eyes, I carefully selected the actor upon whom I would bestow the
rhallenge of playing the "M an." I admit 1 chose each actor with these certain
rriteria in mind.
Due to the nature of my study, I also wanted the actors to have some
>asic knowledge and experience with Meisner's method, so that I would not
lave to take time to introduce Meisner's philosophies. This would allow us
0 start rehearsals with an understanding of Meisner's work, and I hoped this
vould lead us all to a highly intensive experimental process together.
Though all actors I chose were familiar with Meisner's work, they
itarted at a different experience and comprehension level. The cast included:
1 senior in Theatre Arts; a former acting student of mine, a non-major with
10 previous acting experience; a graduate student in directing; and a junior in
fheatre Arts. I made certain that the actors read the script before accepting the
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role, so they would be aware of the nature of the text to which we were
applying Meisner's method. Our process together consisted of approximately
six weeks of rehearsal before the work was presented in a showcase for an
audience. Rehearsals took place in the same space in which the showcase was
presented, a movement studio used for acting classes on the University of
North Dakota's campus. The movement studio lent itself to a minimalist set.
I chose to use blocks which represented items such as: bar stools, a car, and a
kitchen table. I also chose to use a floor mat which represented the "M an's"
bed where one of the script's rapes take place.
Our first rehearsal consisted of introductions to one another and a
read-through of the script. At the end of that rehearsal, I told the actors to set
their scripts aside until further notice. I also told the cast not to read any
material on Meisner's technique. I chose to do this so each cast member
would be learning and working from the same information source. Further,
his would allow exploration of Meisner's methodology to occur only during
our collective rehearsal process.
This chapter includes what our rehearsal process entailed. The
exercises which follow are taken directly from Meisner's book On Acting.
Unless otherwise stated, all work used in my experimentation is Meisner's
acting theory, and I extend credit to him. Rather than discussing my process
rehearsal by rehearsal, I've chosen to discuss how each Meisner tenet
discussed in Chapter One was applied in a tenet by tenet fashion. However, as
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stated previously the areas in which I experienced difficulty in applying
Meisner' theories to this text, will be thoroughly discussed in Chapter Three.
Reality of Doing
After the introductory meeting, I had the cast work on their feet in
group exercises at the next rehearsal. These exercises involved the tenet
"Reality of Doing," in which Meisner illustrates that acting is doing, not
pretending. Each cast member was given three separate activities to carry out
within a specified time limit. Each activity was to be accomplished in thirty
seconds; activities consisted of things such as: counting the number of tiles in
the linoleum floor, counting the number of light bulbs in the room, or
figuring out a difficult multiplication question without writing the problem
down. Although 10 one was able to answer »he questions or come up with a
close answer, all cast members actively tried to accomplish what was asked of
them. This illustrates Meisner's idea that the end result of finding a correct
answer is not the focus, but the important fact is that actors deal with the
importance of trying to accomplish the tasks. I told the actors, "N ever say T
can Y ; actively try." The cast found this request to be an appropriate one, and
they appreciated knowing that all I really was asking of them was an active
attempt at Meisner's exercises. Some rehearsals contained better attempts
than others, but overall the cast gave a continued effort throughout our
process.
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Mechanical Repetition
After group activities in our second rehearsal, for the next rehearsal I
paired up the actors to begin "Mechanical Repetition," involving observing,
commenting, and repeating. The partners sat in chairs across from each
other. I chose to have the actors sit with their legs slightly apart and their
knees touching. This position left the actors more vulnerable, due to their
open body postures. The repetition consisted of their observations of
something physical about their partner, such as "dark eyes," or "red shirt."
Through the mechanical repetition the cast members were offered the
opportunity to build trust with others with whom they had never previously
done Meisner work.
To test their connection with their partner, I chose to add a higher level
of concentration to "Mechanical Repetition," by adding a different approach
to this exercise: the partners stood back to back while doing the repetition. 1
felt this would be more difficult, and, as predicted, the actors found that this
position was much more difficult than sitting across from one another.
When this exercise was done in the back to back fashion, the actors dropped
most of the repetition. Instead of repeating what they heard, the actors would
make one comment after another, which proceeded into a conversation. I
reminded the cast that repetition must continue until something else catches
one's attention which forces the repetition to change. Due to their inabilities
to observe a pawner during back to back repetition-the lesson I was intent
upon teaching-I instructed actors to return to the previous repetition
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position across from their partners, and they then understood the value of
observation more thoroughly.
At this point in the rehearsal, one cast member verbalized her inability
to "not think" during the repetition exercises. She agreed that back to back
repetition left her more prone to intellectual thought, but she also felt that
perhaps back to back repetition could be a goal after highly responsive partner
work. When she and her partner returned to repetition in the chairs, the
repetition did transfer to a higher level, and the level of concentration needed
became clearer as they sat across from each other, versus the back to back
repetition. The experiment with the back to back repetition was an effective
one, as it allowed the actors to realize the level of concentration and honesty
needed, even in the most basic of Meisner's tenets.
Pinch & Ouch
Responding truthfully *o circumstances is the goal of the "Pinch &
Ouch" exercise. In his text, Meisner introduces this tenet by having his
students standing back to back to begin "Pinch & Ouch," so I incorporated that
idea in my rehearsal. I stood back to back with one of the cast members and
placed a hand on the backside of the actor, which was the "pinch." The actor
who was surprised at my action shrilled out my name and jumped away. Her
reaction was the "ouch." Each cast member thought up a "pinch" and did this
exercise with the other three. After doing "Pinch & Ouch" standing back to
back, the exercise was done while sitting across from one's partner. The
"Pinch & Ouch" starts this exercise, and, then, it naturally evolves into
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repetition, encouraging the actors creative expression in the repetition
process.
While doing the "Pinch & Ouch," I noted that one person in the cast
was ticklish. To incorporate her ticklish tendency, I told her and her partner
to sit on the floor with their legs spread apart and their feet touching. When
the cast members' feet were touching, their repetition was colored with
emotion. The ticklish one screamed and whispered in a combination of
terror and joy. This allowed her and her partner to be very open with each
other, and they allowed themselves to experience a wide range of emotion.
This exercise was an encouraging one because these two actors finally let go of
their desires to control the exercise. I saw that there was hope of Meisner's
ideal happening, which is that repetition can control the actors when the
actors stop trying to control their thoughts, and when they merely allow
themselves to experience the repetition.
The progression of Meisner's technique goes from "Pinch & Ouch" to
"Knock on the Door." Despite the two rehearsals I devoted to "Pinch &
Ouch," I felt a few cast members still spent time "thinking" during the
repetition, and I worried that trust was building up slower than expected.
Because of those factors, I chose to add a twist which ideally strengthened both
concentration and trust.
To do this, I had partners face each other and place their hands on their
partners' waists which would allow the actors to move around the space
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while being strikingly close to a partner. Then, I asked them to do a "Pinch &
O uch/' and the repetition began as the actors moved around the room in
pairs. However, the actor who was led around could not see where he ivas
going, w Uch helped him to put all attention on his partner and to give up
control. Certain moments of this exercise worked better than others. For
example, one group's repetition centered on the issue of trust. One actor had
just told her partner, "You can trust me," and proceeded to run her into a
chair. This episode decreased the trust which the actors started the exercise
with, but only temporarily. I committed half of a rehearsal to this
experiment, and these partners' repetition became stronger than before. I felt
that taking this amount of time for this work was essential, as it seemed to
sharpen those skills which the actors would use continually throughout our
process.
Knock on the Door
This exercise strengthens one of the partner's imagination by requiring
him to invent a reason to accomplish an activity. The exercise was arranged
so that Partner A did his activity while Partner b knocked on the door three
times. Not only did Partner A have to concentrate on his activity, but he was
expected to describe what his partner's knocking meant. As Partner A
described the third knock, Partner B entered the room, and the repetition
began. In this exercise Partner A typically brings in his own activity, but I
wanted to try this activity with a slightly different approach. I brought in
activities for each actor, rather than having the actors bring in their own. It
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was up to each actor to come up with an imaginative reason for doing the
activity. This reason had to make the activity meaningful to them. I felt that
the actors' imaginations would be stretched further if they were assigned an
activity to make their own.
The first time I assigned activities, some of the actors' activities were
more urgent than others. But as we continued, the actors' reasons for doing
their assigned activities became clearer. The actors enjoyed the challenge and
felt that doing this helped their imaginations grow. Yet, they also looked
forward to bringing in their own activities, and because of their continued
progress, I decided we would move on to the next tenet. At this point, 1 told
the cast that we would take the next step in our rehearsal process and asked
them to bring in their own activities so that "Beyond Repetition" could be
implemented.
Beyond Repetition
"Beyond Repetition" adds two new elements to the preceding Meisner
tenet of "Knock on the Door." Partner B comes up with a simple reason to
knock on the door, which comes from the actor's imagination.
As the cast went through the exercise, at times, the repetition
dwindled. The exercises were filled with possible observations which they
did not mention or bring into the exercise, as Meisner suggests, and the
exercises resulted in long silences. After one particular night of rehearsal, the
actors were terribly polite, intellectual, and were no longer connecting with
their partners. This warranted me to return to the knee to knee repetition. I
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chose to do this because each actor must bring what was learned in the
previous steps to the present one, and I sensed this was not occurring.
Meisner created his methodology so that every addition depends on prior
work; the actor cannot execute "Beyond Repetition" without having a strong
grasp on tenets one, two, three, and four. We spent the rest of that rehearsal
and the first part of the next rehearsal doing the knee to knee repetition.
Taking the time to do this allowed the actors to strengthen their repetition,
actors were able to concentrate on their partners rather than "thinking"
during the exercise. When I was satisfied with their repetition work, we
returned to
"Beyond Repetition."
I brought in more activities to be used for "Beyond Repetition."
Despite the time we had previously spent, the first few exercises did not work
well. In one exercise there were moments when the person doing the activity
was distracted by his partner. For instance, I saw that Partner A was annoyed
that Partner B was distracting him, but Partner A focused completely on his
activity, instead of saying, "You are annoying me." In discussion with the
actors after this activity, some voiced the tendency to ignore one's partner
because of concentrating on the activity. This is detrimental, because when
both actors get lost in the activity, the exercise will fall apart.
Another way in which "Beyond Repetition" will fail is due to an actor
not following his instincts which surface during the exercise. As case in
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point, one actor admitted that during her exercise she had the impulse to
leave the room. This impulse came directly from her partner, however, she
did not act on it. At the beginning of the exercise she got the impulse to jeave
and feared that if she left, the exercise would have been too short. When
discussed later, this actor's fear led into more discussion on the importance of
not analyzing an action, but rather of feeling an impulse and doing it, as
Meisner suggests. To confirm this idea, we, then, proceeded to an activity in
which the actors concentrated only on each other and followed their
impulses. This activity went much smoother after approximately four days of
rehearsal dedicated to this tenet. Their progress allowed the addition of the
second part of the tenet "Beyond Repetition."
Because the second part of "Beyond Repetition" deals with learning
lines by rote, at this point I suggested that the cast begin memorizing the
script. Meisner believes that learning the lines by rote will make the cast
secure in the text. Because of this security, they won't have to think about
what line comes next, and the lines, Meisner says, will come instinctually. I
had the actors learn the script in sections of three pages at a time. Once one
section was mastered by rote, another section was added until the entire script
was securely memorized.
Memorizing and speaking the lines, with no interpretation, as Meisner
suggests, was foreign to all the actors. I encouraged them to snap or tap their
hands with each word in order to help them separate the words they were
saying in a by-rote style. This process was a frustrating one for the cast and an
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extremely bumpy road because of their unfavorable attitude associated with
learning lines by rote. The entire cast's attitude was lackadaisical concerning
this tenet, for they felt that learning the lines by rote was unnecessary and
torturous.
With the hope that better concentration would result in a seriousness
for this by-rote line work, I set up four chairs facing each other in the middle
of the room. The actors ran the entire script by rote while sitting in the chairs.
By the end, the cast was frustrated and upset. I explained that this part of
Meisner's technique is boring, and that he set it up to be boring with good
reason. I told them that once they worked through this part of the process,
they should be able to breathe true emotional life into the text. As Meisner
stresses, learning the text in an expressionless manner allows the actor to
breathe true emotional life into the text. To avoid the temptation of the
actors figuring out how lines should be interpreted, I had the script spoken by
rote until one week before the showcase!
The week I finally did allow the actors to inflect their lines, 1
questioned the decision I had made. Now, the actors struggled with not
speaking by-rote, and I feared that I had waited too long before allowing them
to speak naturally. By the second night of rehearsing in this fashion, my fear
was destroyed due to the actors' very natural sounding interpretations. In the
end, learning lines by-rote and implementing the by-rote style for as long as I
did, paid off. I feel the actors never had preconceived notions of how their
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lines should sound, and as Meisner desires, they allowed their emotions
during each particular moment to dictate interpretation.
Preparation and Improvisation
These two elements were combined during rehearsals. "Preparation"
involves the ictor taking time before the exercise to become emotionally full,
whereas "Improvisation" involves each partner "working-off" the other
from moment-to-moment. Yet, it seemed to me that these two tenets
complimented each other and could be introduced in combination.
As Meisner suggests, in my "Preparation" section each partner was
instructed to use his imagination to emotionally prepare before each activity.
When the actors fully prepared themselves, the concept of "Improvisation"
took over during the exercise, and each partner was able to "work-ofP' his
partner in a moment-to-moment fashion, as Meisner had desired. At this
point their repetition took on a slightly more dialogic quality due to the
m om ent-to-m om ent impulses.
A problem with one exercise dealt with the failure of the actors to act
on their moment-to-moment impulses. One exercise I set up was completely
charged with emotion which was not acted upon. Because of that, the
desirable dialogic quality of the "Improvisation" tenet was non-existent.
From the time Partner B entered the room, Partner A was upset that she was
there. Partner B was visibly perturbed when Partner A told her to "get out of
here." Despite the feelings that Partner B was experiencing, she meekly
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walked out and closed the door. When we discussed this exercise, the actor
who left the room admitted that, although she followed her impulse to leave
after her partner blatantly told her to do so, she didn't follow her impulse to
tell her partner how she felt. When her partner lashed out at her during the
exercise, she wanted to at least tell her partner, "You're a jerk." Instead she
left in silence, censoring herself each step of the way. Although I was not
thrilled with the fact that the actor censored herself, she was aware of it when
it happened. 1 felt comfortable that next time she would not be prone to this
censorship of herself and would continue to tear down her emotional walls
while working in this moment-to-moment fashion of "Im provisation."
Additionally, another actor broke through her emotional walls while
doing this "Preparation" and "Improvisation." Both she and her partner's
work was full of emotion, and both actors' preparations brought about tears
and comforting of each other. The actor who did the activity was excited to
discuss the work afterwards. She said that an activity loaded with such
meaning and high emotion was "surprisingly nice." Her comments excited
the entire group. She is by nature a very intellectual person, and I reveled in
seeing her transformation through Meisner's methodology begin.
Particularization
Each of the actors were told that they needed to find a personal value in
the script. "Particularization" helps the actors achieve the emotions of the
text by using a very personal "as if' scenario. To do so, we spent time
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discussing the text. Due to the sensitive nature of the text, 1 felt that this step
was extremely important. I was aware that at least one of the cast members
had an emotional and personal tie with the play's subject matter. Because of
this, I knew that cast member wouldn't have difficulty in finding a very
personal value in the script. But the remaining cast members also needed to
take sections of the script and apply the "as if" theory. For example, one of the
women cast members involved in one of the rape scenes stated of the rape,
"It's 'as if you were a child who had a nightmare and your parents weren't
home to comfort you." Also, I knew that I would have to work with the male
actor in this area, especially on the power issue, to help him incorporate more
aggressive, dominating characteristics. One example I used with him
regarding the rape was: "It's 'as if' you have seniority over someone, who
previously made you look like an ass in front of your peers." These "as if's"
were only suggestions, and actors were responsible for finding ones which
struck emotional cords in themselves. Work on this entire tenet was
profitable, because it allowed for a clearer understanding of the text and of the
emotions involved for each actor. In the beginning, due to the non-linear
text, there were moments of confusion for the actors. Personalizing the script
to their own lives or imaginations made their understanding of the text
possible.
Making the Part Your Own
In order to incorporate this tenet, the actors improvised the script's
lines and scenes by putting the text into their own words. At the beginning of
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work on this tenet, the actors' actual lines were not important, and putting
the scenes into their own words helped the actors find their characters inside
them selves.
During experimentation of making the parts their own and putting the
text into their own words, the work allowed the actors to "work-off" each
other without worrying about Lewis' actual dialogue, or "if their lines were
right." Though the cast was very familiar with the script, at times certain
scenes were repeated, while others were left out entirely. A few of the
sexually explicit lines tended to be left out, and this occurrence 1 expected and
felt was somewhat natural.
Due to the explicit nature of some of the scenes, it took the actors some
time to allow the characters to be found inside of them, a requirement of the
tenet "Making the Part Your Own." In order for the cast to discover the
commonality between themselves and their characters, social and emotional
walls had to be broken down. It was a continual process that took place over
time, a factor which Meisner intended. Much progress was made by the actors
in the tedious process of breaking down these walls.
At this point, I shall offer that the actors did improvise the text and put
it into their own words, then, they took time to study their scripts. With each
new improvisation I asked the actors to incorporate more actual lines from
Lewis' text. After each improvisation the actors went to the script, read it and
then emotionally prepared to do the exercise again. Through this
process actors did become more secure with the script. Because of Meisner's
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emphasis on learning lines by-rote, and my experiment with this concept, I
believe that complete security with a script allows the lines to eventually be
spoken naturally without having to think about them, and allows the actor to
respond by impulse.
As one can note, I have not thoroughly discussed any difficulties in
applying Meisneris theory to a non-realistic text. However, "Making the Part
Your Own" caused my cast difficulty, which I will more thoroughly deal with
in Chapter Three, when I shall discuss how the cast's emotional walls affected
my experiment and how the non-realistic dialogue impacted the work.
Mv Extensions of Meisneris Theories
I feared that applying Meisneris acting technique to this particular nonrealistic script would cause emotional strain. So 1 decided to incorporate
some familiar but non-Meisner techniques into my process. I chose to have
the cast journal frequently about our rehearsal process, which I would collect
and read after each rehearsal. Meisner did not use journals with his students,
but 1 felt that they would offer me insights. Through these journals I could
look into the actors' thoughts. I told them that once they gave me their
journal entries, they would remain confidential. I encouraged them to use
the journals to discuss personal issues that rehearsals brought up and any
other concerns dealing with our process.
Though I encouraged personal revelations and insight in the journal
writings, I did not want our reherrsals to transform into therapy sessions,
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therefore, I offered the actors an alternative. As rehearsals progressed and
this volatile script was introduced, I made certain to inform the actors that
seeing a counselor could be in their best interests if they felt they needed .help
in dealing with the play's issues. Going to counseling would be a choice for
them, but I did mention it as an option. Meisner opposed how the Group
Theatre's acting methods affected those involved; he formulated his acting
theory with hopes of a healthier American approach to acting, w'hich
involved imagination and not self-absorption. And to keep my own
conscious clear, I had to know that I had suggested a helpful outlet to my cast.
Secondly, I encouraged discussion of the application of Meisner theory.
The cast found our ensemble discussions useful. Our discussions were not
limited to a particular moment in rehearsals, although we usually did have
detailed notes after rehearsal. Since this process was experimental, the cast
knew that anytime they had questions that concerned the application of
Meisner's techniques to a non-realistic script, they were welcome to bring
those issues to my attention.
Thirdly, physical touching was an issue that also deserved extra
attention. The script contains two rape scenes and a "manipulation" scene
involving the "W om an" being fondled, grabbed, and moved into certain
positions depicting victimization. These scenes warranted touch of a nature
that I felt had to be built up to gradually. When the cast began the highly
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physical improvisations during the tenet "Making the Part Your O w n/' the
actors set up personal boundaries before each rehearsal. These boundaries
were set up to avoid someone touching in an area in which the actor was not
yet ready to be touched. The personal boundaries for each actor differed, and
each actor added "touchable areas" at one's own pace. The actors held high
respect for each other and adhered to other cast members' wishes. No one
was ever pushed to add these areas until each actor was ready, I did not want
them to feel as though / were raping them by pushing them before they were
psychologically ready for such a huge, integral step, required by the text. This
issue will also be further discussed in Chapter Three since Lewis' text brings
in further challenges for actors and staging due to the issue of rape in the text.
These steps, journal use, discussion, and personal boundaries made the
rehearsals, and, ultimately, the production very powerful and effective. The
actors' commitment to me throughout our entire process was amazing, when
I consider that they were just as uncertain of the results as I of applying
Meisner's method to this script. In Chapter Three I will now assess the
validity of applying Meisner's technique to a non-realistic text.

CHAPTER III
ASSESSMENT OF EXPERIMENT

Despite the fact that I had used Meisner's method in my acting
experiences with realistic plays, I was not certain whether his methodology
could be well-applied to a non-realistic script. In research for my project I
found that there were no previous case studies dealing with the application of
Meisner's technique to a non-realistic genre. As the director, I began this
experimentation without knowing whai the outcome would be. I had a
strong belief that this experimentation would be beneficial and chose to take a
leap in the dark.
The application of the Meisner tenets I have discussed previously
worked as a whole for the actors, but I found certain aspects of our work with
this particular text that warrant further discussion. The problems I detected
were of two types: the first problem involves applying Meisner methodology
to possibly any text, However, these problems might be increased by the
nature of Lewis' text, and they include: actors reconstructing social and
emotional walls, bringing the actors back to reality, and actors refusing to let
go. I stress that these problems might also be problematic in realistic texts.
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The second category involves two specific problems which occurred
while applying Meisner's theory to Lewis' non-realistic text Though I believe
I had great success and relatively few problems with applying Meisner's .
methodology throughout this experiment, these two problems, I argue, are
directly related to the non-realistic text: staging a rape with non-linear
dialogue, and actors addressing the audience directly. I will first discuss the
problems I found in applying Meisner's methodology to a text.
Reconstructing Social and Emotional Walls
Meisner's "Mechanical Repetition" attempts to replace social
conditioning with actors' honest observations. Social conditioning begins
when people are very young, and they build walls in order to feel safe.
Starting with "Mechanical Repetition" Meisner's tenets compliment one
another to result in actors tearing down their own social and emotional walls.
This process in our rehearsal took time as each actor progressed at his own
pace. However, the problem of the actors rebuilding their walls became
apparent at the very end of our process.
One week before our work was to be presented in the showcase, I felt
very comfortable with the fact that the actors had eliminated these protective
walls. Our rehearsals displayed a level of honesty in acting work that I had
not seen in my teaching, nor in a production in which I had acted. The
rehearsal before our showcase was the most truthful and powerful runthrough of the script up to that point. Yet, the first night of the showcase, I
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was able to detect some bricks being stacked. By the final night, I discovered
that those few bricks, which appeared the night before, had become walis
which made a difference in the show. Though terribly disappointed, I have
searched within myself to come to a conclusion as to why this happened.
Unfortunately, I have not been able to find a "neat" formula to explain this
occurrence.
H ow ever, I have a theory, which with the luxury of hindsight, I feel is
somewhat illuminating. My theory involves an actor's limits in allowing
oneself to be emotionally drained, which I also believe occurred due to the
fact that the cast members anticipated completion of this project. The
circumstances each actor was involved with were emotionally draining.
Although the actors were aware of the demands of the script before rehearsals
began, no one, including myself, was quite certain what all those demands
would entail. When the showcase finally arrived after six long weeks of our
process together, the actors possibly may have foreseen finishing the project
and allowed the walls to re-surface.
Re-surfacing of the actor's walls may have been a defense mechanism
which up to that point we had been successful in deterring. I had no way of
predicting if and when the walls once torn down would go back up. Yet, with
hindsight I will continually wish that our showcase dates had coincided with
the cast's strongest work. However, I also must recognize that evaluating a
showcase with a two-day run differs from a production which had a longer
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performance schedule, and these walls may not have arisen as early with a
longer performance period. With further experience in my future, the
answer to this question may become obvious, making this problem of

.

applying Meisner's work obsolete.
Bringing Actors Back to Reality
Meisner's definition of good acting is "living truthfully in imaginary
circumstances." Through applying Meisner's tenets to our non-realistic play,
I believe the cast achieved his definition of good acting. The problem I faced
as a director was the responsibility I placed on myself to bring the actors back
to reality’. This means that the actor a n d /o r director must find ways to return
the actors' emotional state back to normal after such events as sexual abuse
and victimization are experienced.
Bringing the actors back to reality was crucial to avoid harming the
actors psychologically. Meisner and Adler were critical of the unhealthy
environment of the Group Theatre. I obviously did not want to allow an
environment to develop to which Meisner was so strongly opposed. Yet, I
was unable to unearth Meisner theory relating to what measures should be
implemented after the actors had been fully immersed in the script's
imaginary circumstances. On my own I had to find methods which would
bring the actors back to reality. I felt the moral responsibility to do this
because of the emotionally draining roles the actors were to portray.
These emotionally draining roles of this play affected everyone,
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especially when we applied Meisner's tenets of "Preparation/'
"Improvisation," "Particularization," and "Making the Part Your Own." The
emotional drain occurred due to the fact that each woman was victimized

every night! For example, "W om an 2" came to every rehearsal knowing that
she would have to imagine being raped twice and was expected to accept those
imaginary circumstances and live truthfully in them. Additionally, the actor
who portrayed the "M an" is by nature a very caring individual; he had fears
of having to accept his imaginary circumstances as a perpetrator of violence.
He feared that the women in the cast and the audience would blur the line of
his real life and his "living truthfully in imaginary circumstances." Even
though this challenge is specific to Lewis' text, I feel it would be problematic
for a realistic text dealing with rape.
In accepting imaginary circumstances, Meisner felt that "the actor's
instrument is himself and his task was to find that self eventually in
characterizations that were far from his own personality" (Seldes H7).
Finding those characteristics in themselves which somehow related to the
characters they portrayed was a scary process for my actors, especially for this
text. It often left the actors in a kind of stupor after our rehearsals, and I did
not want them to leave rehearsals in this emotional state. To avoid this, I
collaborated with my cast to find ways in which they could return to their
normal state of mind.
One way in which the actors returned to their pre-rehearsal mind-set
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was through physical exercise. Actors used a combination of activities such as
running up and down a flight of stairs to raise their heartbeat, doing yoga for
relaxation, and going outside for fresh air, all of which had a cleansing eifect
on the cast.
These activities helped the actors immensely and needed to be
mentioned in this discussion. I feel strongly that a director can not blindly
require actors to adhere to Meisner's definition of good acting when negative
repercussions are possible. Rather, I feel the director should be aware of
possible hazards and be prepared to deal with them. The activities
implemented were used in post-rehearsal periods to create a healthier
environment for the actors involved with volatile issues, such as these.
Actors Refusing to Let Go
Meisner's acting technique and the issues Lewis deals with in her text,
demand a total commitment from the actors. But as the director, I was still
faced with the challenge to allow the actors to progress at their own speed.
Silverberg emphasizes that the actors must decide for themselves to abandon
their intellectual tendencies and allow Meisner's technique to take care of the
script. The responsibility for doing this is, as Silverberg states, in each actor's
hands, not the director's.
Silverberg also believes that it is an actor's choice to let go. This will
happen naturally through the evolution of Meisner's technique. He says:
You can't make anybody let go. What we have to remember is that
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we've had years of training to be everything except spontaneous,
everything except fully expressive of what's going on in the moment.
Then we ask a student to all of a sudden do that, That's why this work
needs time and needs to happen slowly. That's why Sandy set it up the
way he did. You can't just say, "Let go! Be totally free!" The only thing
yo*i can demand is that they do the work fully, (personal interview)
Silverberg's statement illustrates that actors must develop at their own rates.
One particular actor troubled me from time to time due to a refusal to
surrender to her emotions experienced during the play. Because of my own
frustration with this, I was tempted to "force" the emotion out of her but
knew that it was futile and unhealthy. Pushing an actor can be destructive,
and I kept this in mind throughout our rehearsals and let the actors progress
at their own rate.
N ow, that I have discussed these several issues which I believe might
occur in applying Meisner theory to any text, I shall discuss the problems of
applying Meisner's methodology to a non-realistic text.
Staging a Rape with Non-Linear Dialogue
Fickv Stingers includes two rapes which are not done off-stage or in a
dimly-lit area. Lewis' text indicates dialogue which involves all characters in
the scene, even though only two actors are actually involved in the
physicality of the violation. To illustrate the playwright's style during the
rape scenes I feel an excerpt of one such scene will assist:
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[Woman addresses audience upstage]
Woman: . . . He beats me to the door.
Woman 2 takes her place and goes to leave the room.
Woman 2: I want to go home now.
[Man and Woman 2 continue to struggle]
Man: Oh no. You don't get away that easy.
[Woman 1 cannot be heard by the Man]
Woman 1: Fuck off Terry.
Man: Giz a kiss an I'll let you go.
Woman 1: Grow up.
[Woman enters the bedroom area but has no contact with the
characters]
Woman: I try to leave but he pulls me back and...(He grabs her.)
[Man grabs Woman 2, forcing himself on her]
Woman 1: Fuck off!
Man: Just a little one.
Woman: He presses his mouth on my face. Stalling for time, ! kiss
him .
Man: Now you can't tell me you didn't mean that.
Woman: He leans forward and pushes his whole weight down on me.
I have no choice but to ...(They fall back onto the bed.)
[Man forces Woman 2 down while Woman 1 watches, and Woman
continues to address the audience throughout the rape) (119).
As one can see, characters in this section address lines to each other

that go "unheard" except by the audience. In this rape, "Woman 2" is
considered the body, and "Woman 1" can be thought of as her psyche. The
"W om an" primarily addresses the audience as a way to explain her story, yet,
she also enters the bedroom area where she has contact with "W oman 1."
However, "W oman 1" has no direct contact with "Woman 2," who
represents her body, and "Woman 1" has no contact with her perpetrator. As
a director I was not about to tell the actors, "follow your impulses as you
accept the imaginary circumstances during the rape," as Meisner theory might
be interpreted. I was aware that staging these rapes would be problematic,
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especially with Lewis' non-linear action and accompanying dialogue, (see
example pg. 45)
The "W om an's" role in this rape, due to the non-linearity of the
dialogue, was especially difficult. Lewis' use of the "W om an" as both narrator
and voyeur left the actor constantly switching from a voice of indifferent
explanation, to that of a victim reliving the most traumatic event in her life.
When the "W om an" entered the bedroom area, as previously mentioned,
she could not interact with the "M an" or "Woman 2," no matter how
desperately "Woman 2" tried to reach out for either of the two women. This
left the "W om an" fighting her impulses to make the "M an" stop the rape.
However, this was only one aspect of my difficulty. The most
significant problem involved with staging the rapes consisted of the issue of
personal safety for the actors. The safety of my cast was my first concern.
Silverberg confirms that hurting one's partner is not acceptable and safety is
of the utmost importance. He suggests redirecting an action that may be
harmful: "if your partner makes you so mad that you want to kick in his face,
kick the couch instead" (Silverberg 105). Silverberg offers this instruction to
avoid possible mishaps:
Accidents may happen but you must have, at all times, a little voice in
the back of your head that knows how far to go and when to redirect
your energy so that your partner and you are safe. There are actors
without that little voice, I call them "oblivious actors." There is just no
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excuse to say, "Well, I was just so 'ir*o it' that I broke his arm."
(Silverberg 105)
I did not want to be responsible for an accident because of an
"oblivious" moment. Silverberg's discussion of the "little voice in the back of
your head" made me evaluate this matter with great care. I chose to work
intensively with the acturs involved in the rapes. We spent approximately
three rehearsals tc "choreograph" the rapes, and it was imperative that we did
so. Each rape scene was broken down and dissected in order to set limits
which would keep the actors free from physical harm. Through these
maneuvers I avoided personal harm to my actors in these physical scenes, but
I feel this choreography is paradoxical in relation to Meisner's demands to act
before one thinks.
Realistic rape scenes may be just as demanding, but this non-linear
scone we dealt with contained both present and past actions at the same time.
The text's non-linearity and seemingly sporadic nature fed into the actors'
extreme emotions, all of which could have easily become dangerous.
Although no one was seriously injured, the actors balanced on the edge of it.
That is why we broke down the rapes scenes, but the dissection of these rape
scenes naturally eliminated some impulses which the actors may have
received during the scenes. Yet, I was more than willing to lose some of the
actors' impulses to be certain that the cast members would go unharmed. It is
comforting that Silverberg in interpreting Meisner had an idea this might
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occur, recognizes it, agrees with my need for "safety first."
Actors Addressing the Audience Directly
Another element of this non-realistic play which I found difficult to
apply Meisner's theory to, was Lewis' use of language. For example, the
character known as "W om an" had numerous monologues which were
addressed directly to the audience. The actor had difficulty with this crucial
part of the script. Her difficulty involved switching from a scene in which
she actively worked-off her partners to her segments of direct address.

Woman lays down and they cover Iter.
She remembers.)

(...An alarm sounds sharply.

W oman: Oh god. No. I won't let him swallow me. I have to go to the
pub. If I don't go today I never will. Breakfast. Mum sees my
bruises but says nothing. She disapproves. Those eyes are red
and green.
Woman 2: (as her mother) You ought to eat something.
Woman: I'm not hungry. Now there's something...I need to lose some
weight.
Woman 2: You're getting too old for me to skivvy after you. (Sigh)
You can make your own breakfast in future.
Woman: I know what she is saying. Pub. Lunchtime. Suits and ties.
Football scarves. Ploughman's lunches.
[All characters proceed to a bar]
Man: I said, seen Tel today?
Woman: I leave. I phone Linda. I tell her.
Woman 1: (Woman 1 leaves bar for telephone scene] Well that was a
dumbarsed thing to do.
Woman: [addressing the audience] If you cross a road without looking
nobody blames the driver who hits you. In the same way it
wasn't Terry's fault I walked out in front of him. I am well
known amongst the gossips for keeping my sex life infuriatingly
secret. This is my just reward.
Woman 1: [ending phone call] I'll see you Saturday. (122)
This difficulty of switching from "working-off" a partner to directly
addressing the audience was prevalent during rehearsals. The actor who
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addressed the audience felt that she was just speaking to empty chairs which
had been set up for the audience. A couple weeks before the showcase we
discussed how Meisner's theory could be applied to eliminate her problem.
In our discussions we came to a conclusion which helped her immensely.
We defined each audience member as her partner in the tenet "Pinch &
Ouch." During the remaining rehearsals I told her to consider myself and the
stage manager her partners until she had a real audience to "work-off." She
found doing this helped her try to make us, her rehearsal audience,
understand her situation. This allowed her to "work-off" whatever reactions
she eventually received from the different audience members to whom she
delivered a line. Incorporating the audience members' reactions made the
actor aware that the audience could take an active role in the monologues
and bring different emotions out of her. I felt that this discovery was a crucial
element of the success in an emotionally moving showcase which affected
the audience members in a myriad of different ways and, therefore, affected
this actor's interaction with them.
Conclusions
The problems of applying Meisner to possibly any text include:
reconstructing social and emotional walls, bringing actors back to reality, and
actors refusing to let go. The problems of applying Meisner to a non-realistic
text include: staging a rape with non-linear dialogue, and actors addressing
the audience directly.
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Despite these problems which surfaced during our rehearsal process, I
have concluded that the Meisner method can be successfully applied to nonrealistic plays, and using Meisner's method brought an element of truth to
this text that was disturbing, and rightly so.
In closing, might I add that my experiment of applying Meisner's
technique to a non-realistic play was interrupted halfway through with the
sad news of Sanford Meisner's death on February 2, 1997. In his life, which
involved over sixty years of teaching, Meisner was often referred to as one of
the greatest living acting teachers. Although I never met this man, or had the
honor of him teaching me how to act, I have been forever changed through
this man's work. Meisner work holds a special place in my heart because of
th? self-revelations I've experienced as an actor and director-revelations that
have guided me to a clearer understanding of myself and people I come in
contact with daily. I've also had the pleasure of watching the students I teach
discover nuances about themselves that they did not know existed, much like
a parent who watches with pride as her child learns to walk for the first time.
Discoveries like these allow actors and students alike to continue with
Meisner's methodology, knowing that there will always be a new discovery.
No other acting method I've experienced produces the results that Meisner's
work does. I believe it has enhanced the entire make-up of my being, not
only as an actor, director, and teacher, but as a mother and a friend, in that
this method cultivates perceptions of oneself and others. Because of the
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positive consequences that I've experienced, I feel that Meisner will continue
to touch many more lives through his finely-tuned approach to acting.
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